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The Review of Public Administration (RPA) has now become engrained in the lexicon of public officials, the media and politicians because it has been around for 8 years. The review was originally launched in June 2002 by the (then) First Minister who said in the Assembly ‘this is the opportunity of a generation to put in place a modern, accountable, effective system of public administration that can deliver a high quality set of public services to our citizens’​[1]​. It is widely acknowledged that Northern Ireland is both over-governed and over-administered. The aim of the RPA was, through structural reorganisation, to reduce the number of public bodies and put in place a process of modernisation which would result in a more efficient and effective public service. Hence, a series of changes were recommended in health, education, local government, libraries and non-departmental public bodies which would provide a more streamlined public service. The process of implementation has been patchy – the cull of quangos hasn’t happened, the establishment of the Education and Skills Authority has become mired in the wider political disagreement between the Education Minister and the statutory oversight committee, and most recently the reform of local government have faltered. At the time of writing no solution has been reached to the latter but it is an interesting example of the ongoing problems associated with delivering the RPA outcomes.

The current impasse over when to move to 11 councils (itself a compromise when direct rule ministers originally suggested 7 super councils) is about who should foot the bill. An economic appraisal commissioned by the Department of the Environment concluded that an initial net investment of £118m was needed in order to realise an overall reduction in net present costs of £438m over a 25 year period. Councils, through the Northern Ireland Local Government Association (NILGA), have made it clear that the reform process ‘should be cost neutral to the rate payer as promised at the outset of the reform process and that any rate rises to the ratepayer must be avoided’​[2]​. Aside from the financial disagreement about who should pay, there are wider political differences between the political parties over the final shape of council boundaries and the establishment of a business services organisation which would provide: procurement, ICT and transactional services (finance, human resources) for all 11 councils.

Despite the initial rhetoric that the final decisions of the RPA​[3]​ were based on the principle of having ‘strong local government’, councils have been given a very limited range of additional functional responsibilities such as: the public realm aspects of local roads functions, rural development, urban regeneration and community development. In part this was the result of RPA capture by senior civil servants reluctant to devolve functional responsibilities from their own departments and new local ministers unwilling to concede powers to councils. Given that local councils currently spend less than 5% of the public budget and, with additional powers, a modest increase in this share of expenditure, why such an emphasis on local government? As one observer put it ‘changing organisational structures can, at some considerable human and financial cost, address structural problems. The problem is that structural solutions are an expensive method for answering the wrong question’​[4]​.

There are other reasons to question the whole basis of local government reorganisation and the savings claimed. The Association of Local Government Finance Officers offered a strongly worded rebuttal of the DoE’s economic appraisal arguing that ‘the estimation of transformation costs and transformation benefits, in particular, cannot be viewed as anything other than speculative in many cases’​[5]​. It might be argued that they have a vested interest in such an assertion but evidence from various local government reorganizations over nearly thirty years in England concluded that they ‘took place on the basis of prior estimates of the costs and benefits that have been found wanting’​[6]​. In short, up-front claims of huge cost savings need to be treated with extreme caution.
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